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'Everyone knew, and we all know, what Heracles looked like, 
manly but usually good-humoured, with a huge muscular body, 
with his club and lion skin * wrote the great scholar Wa ter 
Burkett in 1979. More visual images of Heracles (or Hercules, 
to give him his Latin title) survive than of any other god or hero 
from classical antiquity. 1997 saw him catapulted to cult status 
once again, with the release of the Walt Disney carto on. 
Hercules. Hercules toys, stationery, socks, and T-shirts flooded 
the market just as statues, pots, oil-lamps, and clothes, woven 
with his adventures, did two thousand years ago. 

Disney cast their Hercules very much ut the mould of comic- 
strip super-hero. He wears a Flash Gordon type tunic, a Rambo 
style head band and a cloak like the caped crusader. But what 
about his ancient audience';’ How did the Greeks and Romans 
see Heracles? Was he as simple as Walter Burkert make* him 
sound? Some answers to these questions arc to be found m the 
surviving visual images, which we will be looking at next. But 
before we do, 1 want u> give you the barest skeleton <>t Heracles 

and his life. , .. . 

I Icraclcs was the son of Zeus, king of the gods, and ot a mortal 

mother called Akmcne He was half-human, half-divine and 
would live out his ‘afterlife* on Olympus with the gods. First, 
however, he must pul his superhuman strength to the test on earth 
by completing a senes of twelve labours or tasks. These labours 
force him to overcome savage beasts, sea monsters, w ild w omen . 
and the hound of Hell. They are colourful stones and. therefore, 
common themes tor authors and artists alike 

Bringing out the beast In him 

The skin of the lion he put about himself, and since he could 
cover hir whole body with it because of its great size, he had 


(Continues on next page) 



in it a protection against the perils which were to follow' 

(Diodorus Siculus, 4.1 1.4). ... , 

Tbe first and most famous of Heracles twelve labours (at least 

as far as their popularity with Greek pot- painters is concerned) 
is his strangling of a savage lion which w as ravaging the region 
around Nemea. Having killed it, Heracles skins it and is pictured 
par .ding around Greece in triumph with its skin strapped to his 
Together with bis club, the lion-skin becomes his trade- 
mark Tit is our way of recognising him). The lion-skin is his secu- 
rity blanket for the labours that are to come. 

By the time we get to the Hellenistic and Roman worlds, 
sculptors show lleraclcs wearing the skin like a skull cap. He 
has taken the scalp of the lion and is proud to crown himself with 
it Even as a little boy, he is represented as wearing a lion-skin 
bonnet Greek pot painters, however, more commonly repre- 
sented Heracles as having covered his whole body in the nine. 
He is shown as having stepped into the lion-skin, as though a 
second skin, its hide stretched taut over his head like a balaclava 
helmet and comfortably around the contours of his torso, as 
though moulded to his bock. 

Clad in this special cat-suit. Heracles is read u> spring into 
action Were he to crawl on all fours (with the tail of the lion 
emerging so convincingly from his rump), he would all but meta 
morphosi 7 c before our eyes to become the beast he has just 
lolled. In fact, he was actually presented as having taken on some 
of the characteristics of the lion. Ancient authors from thi tunc 
of Homer describe him as lion-hearted, with bristling hair, an 
enormous appetite, a gorgon like stare, and three rows of teeth 
lie is suitably dressed and subsequently dehumanized to lace 
such monsters as the nine headed Hydra and Nessos the centaur 
(whom we will meet later) on an equal footing. He is not man y 
but beastly. He is drevsed to kill. 


Hcrack& us (Lily) Savage 


' Hut if some of you he frightened hy my fare and the lion r s mane 
and ftty locks burnt by the Libyan sun, / have also performed 
serviie tasks' clad in Sidonian cloak and wrought the day \\ tale 
of wool with Lydian distaff, My shaggy breast was girl hy the 
soft breast band and though my hands were rough I proved a 
nimble girl ' (Propertius, 4.9.45-30). 

No, you have not ]usl the plot, r.or have I, and nor has the 
Roman poet, Propertius - or at least no more so than other artists 
iind authors from the hist and second centuries A.D. Bui has 
Heracles? For unlikely as it may sccrn^ it is actually Heracles 
who is speaking these lines in Propert ius N eonjuriDg up an insane 
image of a Super-hero 'off duty\ sitting in his bikini (well, that 
is what it says!) and doing the spinning, like a slave. 

Let us lake a look at a statuette in the Archaeological Museum 
in Naples, the same museum incidentally which houses what is 
perhaps the most famous representation of our hero, the huge 
Fansese Heracles figure from the EJmhs of CarucaJla in Rome, 
rise contrast between Ihc two depic Lions eould scared y be more 
striking. The massive scale and bulging bulk uf the latter (the 
perfect propaganda, 1 always think, for a "why athletes should 
not lake steroids* campaign) h thrown into light relief by the 
mincing miniature from Pompeii, Here, Heracles appears as 
older, weedier, and wearing a dre^s. a sexy, uff the shoulder dress 
(nfefhfa to be precise), bound with ribbon, just below the breust 
and clinging seductively to every comical curve. On his head, in 
place of his characteristic lion-skin cap* i a a mitra or head-scarf, 
usually worn by women. The only men to be seen dead in such 



a scarf were Persians or sissies (each of which was a synonym 
for ihe Other in the racist rhetoric of Greece and Rome). 

In his hands (which, note, arc still on a super hero's scale and 
as much out of proportion as those of Michelangelo's David 
statue in Florence), Heracles holds not his club, but a distaff and 
spindle. His club and lion-skin adorn instead the otherwise naked 
female at his side, whose left arm rests pationally on his shoul- 
der. So what on earth is Heracles up to, and who is his strange 
looking friend? Well, the woman is Omphale, queen of the 
I eastern kingdom of Lydia. The story goes that Heracles had 
committed a murder and had. as a kind of community-service 
for his crime, to work for Omphale as a slave He swaps clothes 
with her and, therefore, his identity and gender He plays the part 
of woman, as she acts the rok of man Or rather more than man. 
for Heracles is a super-hero, remember, and by virtue of his 
greatness has further than most to fall. 

So what docs it do to us and to Heracles to see him as much 
an Eddie Lizard as he is Incredible Hulk? Well it makes us giggle 
for one thing. Again he is dressed to kill, but this time to slay us 
with laughter. But is the image from Pompeii really any more 
ahsurd than the pumped up muscle-man from the baths? Each is 
as extreme as the other. It has to be. Despite Disney's best efforts 
to make a man of the nineties out of him. one thing that Heracles 
cannot be is a man like all other men. Instead, in the eyes of the 
ancients, he was seen as a lion or wild beast, a submissive woman 
and slave. He was a mortal about to be a god. 

Agonizing make-over 

'And the cloak was seen to cling tightly to every inch of his body, 
as if moulded to his form by the hand of a modeller ; pain rocked 


Oful gnawed at ha bones; and a poison like that of some vicious 
serpent to consume him' (Sophocles, Women of Tracks, 

767 71 ) 

Heracles meets his fate at the hands ol his wife. Deianeiia, w 
rethcr in the clutches of a poisoned clonk or peplos t which she 
unsuspectingly gives him as a gift, A fifth-century Attic red- 
figure pot depicts a rather puny-looking Heracles about to surren- 
der the safety of his lion-skin over to a woman, presumably 
Deumeira. in exchange for the hidden danger of the i leak e 
stands naked and vulnerable, his club discarded on the ground 
in front of bin and the skin of the once savage lion slumped 
pathetically over his arm. He is about to die - he has to die if he 
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is to loin the gods. But so strong is our hero that it is hard to 
imagine him being killed in am-toarm combat against even the 
fiercest of monsters, Instead, he must suffer the slow and insid- 
ious revenge of a cloak, which has been poisoned by the blood 
of the monstrous Hydra, victim of his second lahour, and given 
to Deiaiwka by the centaur, Nesses, as be was dying at Heracles 


Deiandia should have known better, hut she was desperate 
Heracles had bad yet another affair with an t astern floozy, 
Nessoa had pronused that the magic cloak would bind him to her 
for ever, She could only hope that it would work like a Lharm 
B hid him ii di d of course, but so ti ghtly that it actually fuses with 
his flesh. It slowly arid agomziogly racks bis body, so i 
release him from his mortality and enable Inin to join the gods. 
In several surviving pots ftotn the late fifth and early torn* 
centuries, his empty shell of a breast plate is shown being 
consumed by lire, while he and Athena leave the scene in a 

chariot on their way to the immortals above. 

Such is the power of the peplas - and the pow«_ r . I would 
suggest of clothes in general - to tiinction as highly ebarg^ 
symbols which define (and sometimes humorously subvert) their 
wearer’s identity. Heracles’ identity is always problematic. He 
is a super-hero who is to wind up a god. lie is simultaneously 
the world’s strongest man, savage beast drag-queen, submissive 


Walter Burkcrt was not wrong when he wrote that we all know 
what Heracles looks like- Of course we do: he wears a lion-skm 
and carries a club Bui as we have seen, a super hero is rarely as 
easy to read (or lor that matter, to portray j as he suggests. Disney 
were not the only ones to go through a difficult dccisiou -niakmg 
process about how to portray their Heecuks. Artists and au,h ^ 
throughout the Greco-Roman world had to choose how to cast 
their own Heracles, according to the messages they wanted to 

convey , 
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